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Abstract
The United States is experiencing a youth mental health crisis. Research suggests rates of
anxiety, depression, and suicidal ideation have reached concerning levels in transgender and
nonbinary youth. School can be a hostile place for marginalized youth. Transgender and
nonbinary youth are especially susceptible to harassment and victimization, making school a
particularly hostile place. When schools offer support and LGBTQ resources, school experiences
can be improved for transgender and nonbinary youth. Unfortunately, school-wide supports and
resources for LGBTQ students are less common in middle schools than high schools, leaving
many students struggling at a critical developmental stage in their lives. This project, therefore,
is a guide to be used by middle school counselors as they work to support transgender and
nonbinary students. The guide includes resources school counselors can use to create a genderinclusive student club, and as they advocate for more inclusive school policies and staff
professional development. Although created with school counselors in mind, this guide can be
used by any school employee seeking to create a safer and more inclusive environment for
transgender and nonbinary students.
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Chapter One: Introduction
Problem Statement
A mental health crisis is afflicting American youth, with those who identify as
transgender or nonbinary at particular risk. Transgender is used to describe those whose gender
identity and/or expression differ from cultural expectations based on sex assigned at birth,
whereas nonbinary is used to describe the gender identity and/or expression of those who do not
identify with the binary categories of man and woman (Human Rights Campaign [HRC], n.d.).
The Office of the Surgeon General of the United States recently published an advisory (2021) in
which the youth mental health crisis was referred to as a public health issue. This advisory comes
on the heels of a joint statement from the American Academy of Pediatrics, the American
Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, and the Children’s Hospital Association
(American Academy of Pediatrics, 2021) declaring the youth mental health crisis a national state
of emergency. While emerging research has indicated the Covid-19 pandemic exacerbated
mental health issues in youth, concerning rates of depressive symptoms and suicidal ideation
have been present in youth for years (American Academy of Pediatrics, 2021; Office of the
Surgeon General, 2021). Rates of depression, anxiety, and suicidal ideation in transgender and
nonbinary youth are especially alarming and bring into question the role schools play in helping
to prevent this national crisis.
Individuals who do not fit society’s conscription of a “traditional” male or female are
subjected to a world where discrimination and harassment because of how they identify is not
uncommon. Transgender and nonbinary students report high levels of harassment and/or assault
at school, with verbal harassment being most common (Kosciw et al., 2020). Discriminatory
policies and/or a lack of supportive policies have led to some transgender and nonbinary students
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feeling unsafe in school. Further, a hostile political climate characterized by the introduction of
anti-transgender legislation in many states has had a negative effect on the mental health of
transgender and nonbinary youth (The Trevor Project, 2022).
Educational institutions are not immune from instances of harassment, assault, and
targeted political attacks, making school a difficult place for many youth who do not belong to
one or more of the dominant identity categories (straight, white, male, Christian, middle-class,
etc.). While some students may find school to be a safe and affirming place, those who are
transgender or nonbinary may not, further exacerbating, or in some cases leading to, mental
health issues (Kosciw et al., 2020). According to a Kosciw et al. (2020), LGBTQ students who
feel supported at school have better educational outcomes than those who do not have access to
support and/or LGBTQ resources. For transgender and nonbinary students, the lack of support
and resources can be especially detrimental to their mental health. For middle school LGBTQ
students, the lack of school-wide support and resources is even greater than it is for high school
LGBTQ students, making the case for increased school-wide supports to help prevent and
combat gender identity-related harassment, discrimination, and victimization even more
imperative (Kosciw et al., 2020). By adopting inclusionary practices that support all students,
regardless of gender identity and expression, schools can be part of the change necessary to
address the mental health crisis afflicting America’s transgender and nonbinary youth.
Importance and Rationale of the Project
Schools occupy a unique space in the lives of students. Offering both formal and informal
instruction, the institution of education may provide refuge for some and may be a place of
suffering for others. School climate can have a tremendous effect on academic achievement and
student mental health. A negative school climate, where students feel excluded, unwelcome,
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and/or unsafe, can be a barrier to student learning (Kutsyuruba et al., 2015). Students in such a
school environment may feel a lack of belonging and connectedness with other students and
teachers, and as a result, may have poorer academic outcomes than students in schools where
there is a positive school environment. Concerns about safety may also cause a student to miss
school days, resulting in lower GPAs than those who feel safe in school (The Trevor Project,
2022). Students who do not feel physically and/or emotionally safe at school are more likely to
experience victimization and bullying, experiences which may have significant impacts on their
mental health (Thapa et al., 2013). The notion of school safety is subjective and the extent to
which a student feels safe at school can vary based on contextual and individual factors.
Hostile school environments can be especially harmful to LGBTQ students, and many
surveyed by Kosciw et al. (2020) reported feeling unsafe and/or uncomfortable at school. These
unsafe and uncomfortable feelings resulted in avoidance behaviors for many, including missing
school and avoiding gender-segregated spaces (i.e., locker rooms and bathrooms) and school
functions. According to The Trevor Project (2022), LGBTQ youth who experienced threats or
harm based on sexual orientation or gender identity were more likely to attempt suicide than
those who did not experience such threats or harm. Research suggests homophobia is a common
cause of bullying, and over 85% of LGBTQ students surveyed indicated they had experienced
harassment or assault based on their actual or perceived identity characteristics (Thapa et al.,
2013; Kosciw et. al, 2020). Because transgender people experience disproportionate levels of
violence compared to those who identify as cisgender, the likelihood of a transgender youth
experiencing some form of victimization in school is especially high (Flores et al., 2021).
Cisgender is a term often used to describe those whose gender identity and expression aligns
with the sex they were assigned at birth (HRC, n.d.). For example, an individual who was
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assigned the female sex at birth and who expresses and identifies as a female according to
cultural standards could be considered cisgender. Students identifying as transgender or
nonbinary reported more hostile school experiences and environments than LGBQ cisgenderidentifying students (Kosciw et al., 2020). Absenteeism, lower GPAs, and less likelihood to
pursue postsecondary education were frequently reported by students who experienced
victimization based on their gender expression.
For LGBTQ youth, access to at least one in-person LGBTQ-affirming space and/or
individual can lower the likelihood of that youth attempting suicide (The Trevor Project, 2022).
For transgender and nonbinary youth specifically, affirming gender is especially important and
equally as lifesaving. Compared to home, transgender and nonbinary youth are more likely to
identify school as a gender-affirming space (The Trevor Project, 2022). When their gender
identity is affirmed, such as by using their preferred pronouns, the rate of suicide attempts by
transgender and nonbinary youth can be reduced (The Trevor Project, 2022). There is an
expectation that schools provide a safe learning environment for all students, and when students
do not feel safe and supported in school, such as commonly reported by transgender and
nonbinary youth, the consequences can be lifelong and lifechanging.
Schools where LGBTQ students feel safe and supported, where policies are inclusive and
LGBTQ-specific resources are available, have students with better educational outcomes than
schools that are not inclusive and supportive. Unfortunately, middle school LGBTQ students
report having less access to LGBTQ-related school resources and more hostile school
experiences than their high school peers (Kosciw et al., 2020). Hostile school environments can
negatively affect the educational outcomes of LGBTQ students in general, and transgender and
nonbinary youth, in particular. A population already at increased risk for victimization, bullying,
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high rates of depression, anxiety, and suicidal ideation, ignoring the mental health of transgender
and nonbinary youth in our schools could be deadly.
Background of the Project
Youth Mental Health
Popular discourse the past few years has attempted to politicize the state of youth mental
health, suggesting a cause-and-effect scenario related to the Covid-19 pandemic. Recent CDC
data (Centers for Disease Control [CDC] 2022), the first nationally representative data collected
by the CDC during the pandemic, reveal the negative impact the Covid-19 pandemic had on the
mental health of high school students. Over one-third of students reported they experienced poor
mental health during the pandemic, and 44% reported persistent feelings of sadness or
hopelessness. While these numbers are alarming, they are part of a larger mental health crisis
that has been afflicting America’s youth for at least the past decade (Office of the Surgeon
General, 2021).
Prior to the Covid-19 pandemic, nearly one in five children had a mental, emotional,
developmental, or behavioral disorder (Office of the Surgeon General, 2021). Persistent feelings
of sadness and/or hopelessness among high school students increased significantly over the tenyear period from 2009 to 2019 (CDC, 2020). Suicidal ideation was also on the rise in the decade
prior to the pandemic, with significant increases in the percentage of students seriously
considering suicide and/or having made a suicide plan. The national suicide rate for those aged
10-24 increased 57.4% between 2007 and 2018, and in 2019, nearly one in five youth had
seriously considered suicide (Curtin, 2020; Ivey-Stephenson et al., 2020). Emergency room visits
for mental health related issues among adolescents aged 12 to 17 rose 31% from 2019 to 2020,
with many of these being for suspected suicide attempts (Yard et al., 2021). Mental health issues
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can affect anyone, regardless of race, class, gender, religion, etc. The percentage of suicide
attempts in 2019 was greater among those students identifying as female, black, or LGBT,
percentages which have also increased in the past decade (CDC, 2020).
When disaggregating the mental health data, it becomes apparent that the national youth
mental health crisis afflicts members of certain groups at a higher percentage than others. Rates
of sadness, hopelessness, and suicidal ideation among LGBTQ youth have consistently been
higher than those of their heterosexual peers (CDC, 2020; Robinson & Espelage, 2011; The
Trevor Project, 2022). Anxiety and depression symptoms are experienced by 73% and 58% of
LGBTQ youth, respectively, numbers which increase to 78% and 65% for transgender and
nonbinary youth. In 2021, 45% of LGBTQ youth surveyed by The Trevor Project (2022) had
seriously considered suicide, including over half of transgender and nonbinary youth. Perhaps
even more staggering, 82% of LGBTQ youth wanted mental health care, but 60% reported not
having access to it. Fear of discussing mental health and concerns about obtaining
parental/caregiver permission were the highest rated reasons for not receiving care (The Trevor
Project, 2022).
While factors affecting mental health can vary, the negative impact of current events on
the mental health of youth cannot be ignored. Over half of LGBTQ youth said their mental
health was poor most or all the time due to the Covid-19 pandemic, including nearly two thirds
of transgender and nonbinary youth (The Trevor Project, 2022). Another current event negatively
affecting the mental health of transgender and nonbinary youth is that of anti-transgender
legislation. According to the Human Rights Campaign (Ronan, 2021), 2021 was a recordbreaking year for anti-transgender legislation, and 2022 is on pace to be an even bigger year
(Berg-Brousseau, 2022). So far, 2022 has seen more than 300 anti-LGBTQ bills introduced in
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states across the US, with more than 130 aimed specifically at transgender people. Legislation
targeting transgender youth have included bills seeking to restrict access to public restrooms and
those denying sports participation to transgender athletes (Berg-Brousseau, 2022). The targeted
nature of these bills weighs heavily on transgender and nonbinary students, with 91% saying
they are worried about being denied access to a bathroom, and 83% indicating they are worried
about the ability of transgender athletes to participate in sports (The Trevor Project, 2022).
Those working most closely with children and adolescents recognize the various factors
affecting the mental wellbeing of America’s youth. In their calls to action, the American
Academy of Pediatrics, the American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, the
Children’s Hospital Association, and the Surgeon General made several recommendations for
how to begin addressing this national crisis (see American Academy of Pediatrics, 2021; Office
of the Surgeon General, 2021). Among the recommendations made was that of increased funding
for school-based mental health care and prevention programs. School counselors are uniquely
positioned in schools to offer these prevention programs and to meet with students directly to
address their mental health needs. As one of the preeminent professional organizations for school
counselors, the American School Counselor Association (ASCA) recognizes the important role
school counselors assume in the mental wellbeing of students. ASCA routinely publishes
position statements detailing the organization’s stance on important issues. In 2009, ASCA
adopted, and in 2020 revised, a position statement on student mental health in which the role of
the school counselor as student mental health advocate is made clear (American School
Counselor Association [ASCA], 2020). School counselors advocate for the mental health needs
of students through instruction, short-term counseling, and referrals to outside mental health
agencies. Additionally, school counselors recognize that for some students and their families, the
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school counselor may be the only source of mental health support they have access to (ASCA,
2020).
School Support and Resources
Given that sometimes school, and by de facto, school staff, are the primary source of
mental health care and support some students have access to, it is essential the resources offered
through the school be inclusive and welcoming of all students. In many ways, American schools
are not equal, and as such, disparities based on school and community demographics can greatly
impact the availability of support and resources for students. School size, for example, may
impact the extent to which mental health services can be offered in a school, with smaller
schools less likely than larger schools to have interdisciplinary mental health teams (generally
consisting of school counselors, school social workers, and school psychologists) (Demissie &
Brener, 2017). To measure the availability of school-based supports and resources for LGBTQ
students, Kosciw et al. (2020) identified four key areas: school personnel, curriculum, inclusive
school policies, and student clubs.
Students attending schools where there are LGBTQ-related supports and resources report
better experiences than those who have little support and access to resources (Kosciw et al.,
2020). Nearly every student surveyed by Kosciw et al. (2020) could identify at least one school
staff member they felt was supportive of LGBTQ students. Students attending schools with
supportive school staff were less likely to feel unsafe, less likely to miss school, and had a
greater sense of belongingness. For transgender and nonbinary youth, school was more likely
than home to be viewed as a gender-affirming space (The Trevor Project, 2022).
While a majority of the students surveyed by Kosciw et al. (2020) could identify a supportive
educator, a supportive educator is not necessarily indicative of a supportive and inclusive school
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curriculum. Less than one fifth of LGBTQ students were taught positive representations of
LGBTQ people throughout history and in current events (Kosciw et al., 2020). Representation
matters, but unfortunately for LGBTQ youth, LGBTQ-related themes are often not included in
many schools’ curriculum (Batchelor et al., 2018). Batchelor et al. (2018) alleged that most
school districts across the US did not require curriculum that was inclusive of LGBTQ issues.
While this may still be true, efforts have been made at the state level to mandate the inclusion of
LGBTQ themes into curricula.
In 2011, California’s FAIR Education Act was signed into law mandating the teaching of
historically underrepresented groups, including LGBTQ, in social studies classes (Fair Education
Act, 2011). With the signing of this law, California became the first state in the country to
require the teaching of LGBTQ content in schools (Prescott, 2021). To date, six other states have
laws mandating the inclusion of LGBTQ-themed content in state curricula (Buchholz, 2022).
While efforts have been made to be inclusionary of LGBTQ content, other states have taken the
opposite approach by proposing bills to exclude the instruction of certain LGBTQ-themed
content. Most recently, Florida made headlines for prohibiting discussions of sexual orientation
and gender identity in kindergarten through 3rd grade, and other states have followed suit with
similar exclusionary laws (Buchholz, 2022).
Schools that have an anti-bullying policy and that have adopted policies and guidelines
specifically with transgender and nonbinary students in mind have more positive effects on
students than those that do not have such policies. Students attending schools with
comprehensive anti-bullying policies were less likely to hear derogatory terms, experienced less
anti-LGBTQ victimization, and were more likely to report victimization to school staff (Kosciw
et al., 2020). Further, those attending schools with specific transgender and nonbinary guidelines
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were more likely to experience support for the use of their preferred name and/or pronouns and
were more likely to be able to use the restroom and locker room of their choice (Kosciw et al.,
2020) Unfortunately, while nearly 80% of students reported they attended schools with antibullying policies, only 13.5% reported their school had specific policies protecting sexual
orientation and gender identity/expression. Even less, 10.9%, reported their school had official
policies protecting transgender and nonbinary students (Kosciw et al., 2020).
In addition to supportive staff and school policies, student clubs with a focus on LGBTQ
issues are another popular resource offered in many schools. Gender and Sexuality Alliances
(GSAs), formerly known as Gay-Straight Alliances, are youth-led school clubs aimed at
providing a safe space for LGBTQ youth and their allies (American Civil Liberties Union, n.d.).
An ally is generally someone belonging to a dominant group “who works to end oppression
by…supporting or advocating for the oppressed population” (GLSEN, 2014). Research has
found that GSAs have positive effects on student members and the school environment (Poteat et
al., 2020). According to Kosciw et al. (2020), over 60% of LGBTQ students reported having a
GSA or similar club at their school, and many reported participating in some capacity.
While it can be difficult to ascertain the number of GSAs in schools across the US, the
American Civil Liberties Union (n.d.) suggests there are over 4,000 individual groups. Johnson
(2007) contends the first student-led gay group in a school can be attributed to a group of
students from the Bronx in 1972. These students advocated for tolerance, a safe school
environment, and the same social and political rights as their heterosexual classmates.
Unfortunately, the contributions of these students to the founding of modern-day GSAs is often
excluded from popular discourse, something Johnson (2007) attributes to their positioning as
queer students of color. GSAs were relatively uncommon until the 21st century, and while they
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are more common now, there are still disparities in location, making access unequal for LGBTQ
students depending on where they go to school (Fetner & Kush, 2008). Fetner and Kush’s (2008)
research suggested schools with many students are more likely to have GSAs than are smaller
schools. These schools also tend to have more resources, thus making the existence of a GSA
more common. Much, if not all, of the discussion of the history of GSAs in schools focuses on
their presence in high schools.
Statement of Purpose
The purpose of this project is to offer resources and templates middle school counselors
can draw on to create an environment that is inclusive of, and offers support to, transgender and
nonbinary students. Students surveyed by Kosciw et al. (2020) noted a lack of LGBTQ resources
and support in middle school. This project will introduce a guide middle school counselors can
follow as they seek to ensure and increase transgender and nonbinary inclusivity. Ensuring and
increasing inclusivity is important to the overall mental and academic wellbeing of students.
Mental and academic wellbeing can decline when students do not feel safe at school (Kosciw et
al., 2020; Thapa et al., 2013). Conversely, when students feel safe at school, and when they feel a
sense of belonging in their school environment, their mental and academic wellbeing is likely to
improve (Kosciw et al., 2020; Poteat et al., 2020). The purpose of this project, therefore, is not
only to offer school counselors resources to help support transgender and nonbinary students, but
to offer a guide that will hopefully lead to the creation of programs and policies that will improve
the mental health of transgender and nonbinary youth.
This project is unique in its focus on transgender and nonbinary middle school students
and its aim of equipping counselors with information to educate school staff. School counselors
can use the guide created as part of this project to advocate for transgender and nonbinary
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students. The aim of the guide is to target those in the school who have influence over policies
and who serve as role models to students: teaching staff and administrators. The guide created as
part of this project offers a framework for school counselors to begin (or perhaps add to)
schoolwide initiatives to increase awareness of transgender and nonbinary students and to
include them more fully as part of the school community. The hope is that by informing school
staff and administrators of ways to improve inclusion for transgender and nonbinary students, the
overall wellbeing of students will improve.
Objectives of the Project
The primary objective of this project is to offer solutions for middle schools to ensure the
inclusion of transgender and nonbinary students. School counselors recognize the rights of all
students and believe all students have the right to a safe and inclusive environment (ASCA,
2022). Since issues of safety and inclusivity can have an effect on the academic and mental
wellbeing of transgender and nonbinary students, efforts focused on solidifying their inclusion in
school policies and programming are particularly important. Included as part of this project’s
guide is a checklist schools can use to assess transgender and nonbinary inclusivity. The
evaluation tools created as part of this project (of which the school checklist belongs) will
provide school counselors with guidance on the resources that may be of most use to their
school. The primary objective of ensuring inclusion will be considered successfully met when
post-assessment data reveals an increase in transgender- and nonbinary-inclusive policies and
programs, and when perception data from students reveals increased feelings of safety and
belongingness.
Raising awareness about the experiences of transgender and nonbinary students is
another objective of this project. School counselors may be acutely aware of the struggles faced
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by these students, but others in the school may not be as aware. Being an ally to transgender and
nonbinary students may not be of primary concern to every staff member, but as school
counselors, advocating for marginalized students is an ethical responsibility (ASCA, 2022). This
project aims to educate others on the marginalized status of transgender and nonbinary youth in
schools and it seeks to equip school counselors with resources to lobby for more inclusive school
programming and policies. By providing context for the struggles of transgender and nonbinary
youth, counselors may help teaching staff and administrators better understand their role in
supporting these students.
The education of staff is intended to meet the much broader objective of improving the
school environment for transgender and nonbinary students so that their mental health can
improve. Tackling the youth mental health crisis is not the objective of this project, that is much
too large of a task. Small steps taken by school counselors, however, may help improve the
mental health of a population of students at particular risk of experiencing severe mental health
issues: transgender and nonbinary student. This project’s objective of improving the mental
health of transgender and nonbinary students is guided by ASCA’s (2022) ethical standards for
working with marginalized populations. As stipulated by this standard, school counselors must
advocate for resources that support the social/emotional needs of marginalized populations.
When there is a lack of resources, this standard stipulates counselors should actively work to
make changes. A lack of resources in middle schools is not the sole reason for the mental health
issues experienced by transgender and nonbinary youth. Improvements in inclusion, however,
may have the related effect of improving student mental health, which would be a welcome
change during this period of national crisis.
Definition of Terms

14
Ally: “A member of the majority or dominant group who works to end oppression by
recognizing their own privilege and supporting or advocating for the oppressed population.”
(GLSEN, 2014)
Cisgender: “A person whose gender identity and expression are aligned with the gender
they were assigned at birth.” (GLSEN, 2014)
Gender binary: The idea that there are only two sexes/genders, those being male and
female (National Center for Transgender Equality, 2018).
Gender nonconforming: “A person who has a gender identity and/or gender expression
that does not conform to the gender they were assigned at birth.” The term “gender variant” may
also be used. (GLSEN, 2014)
GSA: Genders and Sexualities Alliance, formerly Gay-Straight Alliance
LGBTQ: Acronym for lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer/questioning
Nonbinary: “…a person who does not identify exclusively as a man or a woman.” (HRC,
n.d.)
Transgender: “…term for people whose gender identity and/or expression is different
from cultural expectations based on the sex they were assigned at birth.” (HRC, n.d.)
Scope of the Project
This project covers a topic that is very large in scope. Efforts to increase inclusivity for
any group of people is not a small task and compiling a guide of all available resources on the
topic would be daunting. Diversity and inclusion span various identity categories, with gender
identity being one of these categories. This project does not address other identity categories
such as race, ethnicity, and ability, where inclusion in schools may also need to be improved.
Instead, the focus is on the categories of transgender and nonbinary and the ways in which
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inclusivity can be ensured/increased for these students. I recognize the importance of
acknowledging the intersection of identity categories and note that this project does not make
attempts to differentiate between the experiences of transgender and nonbinary people of color.
In an effort to keep the scope of this project narrow, I focus on a few specific areas in
which school counselors can improve inclusion efforts to benefit transgender and nonbinary
students. To address an alleged lack of resources and support for middle school transgender and
nonbinary students (as identified by Kosciw et al., 2020), the project is aimed at middle school
counselors. Specific claims are not made on ways to support and ensure the inclusion of
transgender and nonbinary elementary and secondary students, but school counselors at these
levels may find some of the information in the guide useful. The guide provides resources to
educate school staff and administrators and does not address the various ways school counselors
may educate students on transgender and nonbinary inclusion. Sample templates intended to be
modified by school counselors are also included as part of the guide. The information provided
as part of these templates, as well as that included on the presentations, is general in nature. The
expectation is that counselors will include data relevant to their students and school as they seek
ways to best support their students.
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Chapter Two: Literature Review
Introduction
As a marginalized group in schools and society writ large, transgender and nonbinary
youth must navigate spaces where they are subject to harassment, discrimination, and other
forms of victimization. The weight of these experiences can cause mental distress for many
transgender and nonbinary youth, especially if these experiences occur in the school setting
(Kosciw et al., 2020). A population at higher risk of depression, suicidality, self-harm, and eating
disorders, school support can be a difference-maker in the mental health challenges of
transgender and nonbinary students (Connolly et al., 2016). Unfortunately, school support for
transgender and nonbinary students is not universal, and for those in middle school, resources
that could make a difference in their school experience are lacking in comparison to that which is
offered at the high school level (Kosciw et al., 2020).
In this chapter I present the theoretical framework that serves as the basis for my
understanding of transgender and nonbinary students and the support middle schools can offer
them. I then review relevant literature in four key areas (gender and sexualities alliances, school
policies, bullying and social-emotional programs, and professional development for staff) to
establish the evidentiary support necessary for the interventions and resources presented in
Chapter 3.
Theory/Rationale
Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs
Remarking on a theory of motivation, Maslow (1943) proposed a framework to
understand human well-being wherein motivation is tied to the fulfillment of needs. These basic
needs include physiological, safety, love, esteem, and self-actualization. While popularly
depicted as a pyramid, with physiological needs serving as the base, followed by safety, love,
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esteem, and self-actualization at the top, Maslow’s original work did not present the needs in this
way. Instead, Maslow (1943) mapped out an argument whereby fulfillment of a need was largely
dependent on the satisfactory fulfillment of a preceding need. The needs were presented in the
order listed above, but visually they were not presented in pyramid format. Taken simply,
Maslow’s hierarchy of needs provides a framework for understanding what drives human
behavior.
Maslow (1943) considered physiological needs to be the basic starting point for
motivation theory. These needs represent those that are required for survival such as hunger and
thirst. Physiological needs represent the starting point because in the absence of all other needs,
the need for hunger is greatest (Maslow, 1943). When those needs are met, perhaps not fully, but
at least to a satisfactory degree, the individual can focus on the next need in the hierarchy: safety.
Maslow’s (1943) discussion of safety largely focuses on children, and the ways in which
we can understand the need to feel safe through the experiences of infants and children. Unlike
adults, infants have yet to learn how to inhibit their reaction to threats to personal safety and thus
viewing their reactions to these threats can give us a better indication of how important the need
for safety is. Safety can encompass personal safety, which we can observe in the responses of
children, or it can encompass job and financial security, which are more observable in adults
(Maslow, 1943). Threats to safety can include disorder, unpredictability, the unknown, and for
some whom Maslow (1943) refers to as neurotic adults, psychological dangers. Adults largely
have their safety needs met, however, and thus the need for love and belongingness becomes
apparent.
If basic physiological and safety needs are largely satisfied, attention can turn to the need
for love, affection, and belongingness. The need to love and be loved, the need to belong to
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something, these desires encompass this stage in Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy. Absence of love
can be felt at this stage, and Maslow makes a point to note the connection between this absence
and maladjustment. Maladjustment and severe psychopathology can be apparent in those who do
not have the need for love met to their satisfaction (Maslow, 1943). This need is also about
affection and a sense of belongingness, of a desire for affection from people and the sense of
being part of group.
The desire for esteem is presented as the next proverbial step in Maslow’s hierarchy of
need. Esteem encompasses not just self-esteem, but self-respect, and esteem from others as well
(Maslow, 1943). Esteem needs also include the desire for achievement, confidence,
independence, and prestige. When these esteem needs are satisfied, self-confidence is gained, but
when they are not met, feelings of inferiority and weakness can become apparent (Maslow,
1943).
The peak of Maslow’s hierarchy is the need for self-actualization. If the previous needs
are satisfactorily met, it may then be possible for an individual to meet the need for selfactualization. Maslow (1943) refers to self-actualization as “the desire for self-fulfillment” (p.
382), the point at which an individual can do and be what s/he is capable of doing and being.
Self-fulfillment does not look the same for every person and meeting the self-actualization need
is therefore inherently individual. Maslow’s (1943) argument, then, is that a person who has
satisfied their physiological, safety, love, and esteem needs has the opportunity to satisfy their
fulfillment needs.
Newer interpretations of Maslow’s theory have emerged, as has criticism for the original
framework (Kenrick et al., 2010). Kenrick et al. (2010) rework Maslow’s basic needs, adding
categories such as affiliation and mate acquisition, while removing self-actualization from its top
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spot on the so-called pyramid. Self-actualization, they argue, is not a basic human need. Kiel
(1999) reconceptualizes the traditional pyramid representation of Maslow’s basic needs to a
triangle with an open top, depicting the belief that self-actualization is an ongoing process. The
journey to self-actualization, Kiel (1999) contends, is lifelong and should not be constrained by
boundaries.
Maslow’s original model recognized the fluidity of the basic needs and he noted that
progression through the hierarchy did not need to occur in the order he presented. Further, it is
not necessary for a need to be fully met in order for a new need to emerge (Maslow, 1943). A
person who is relatively satisfied will no longer have the need for safety, love, esteem, etc.,
because those needs have been fulfilled. According to Maslow’s (1943) observations, however,
the fully satisfied individual is the exception, leading to the implication that people are generally
in search of fulfillment of one or more of these basic needs.
At the core of Maslow’s framework are five basic needs that people may (or may not) be
in search of fulfilling. By adopting a framework guided by Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs,
school counselors can better support the needs of transgender and nonbinary students that are not
being met. Taking those needs at face value, the application of Maslow’s framework to the needs
of transgender and nonbinary youth is rather apparent. The needs most relevant to the
experiences of transgender and nonbinary youth are those of safety and love/belongingness. In
his discussion of safety, Maslow (1943) notes how children feel anxious and/or unsafe if there is
injustice, unfairness, or inconsistency. For transgender and nonbinary youth, the injustice they
may feel because of their minority status may contribute to a deficiency in their feelings of
safety. Further, the desire to fulfill the need for love and belongingness may also be apparent in
students who feel disconnected from the school community. Research, such as that of Marx et al.
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(2021) and Hatchel and Marx (2018), have found that a sense of belongingness in school is
important for youth in general, and LGBTQ youth, in particular. Maslow’s framework may not
explain the reason for the high prevalence of mental health issues seen in transgender and
nonbinary youth, but it may provide context and guidance for the best practices schools can
adopt to be more welcoming and inclusive of all students.
Minority Stress Model
A second framework guiding this project is that of the minority stress model, particularly
as it is applied to sexual minorities (such as those identifying as gay, lesbian, or bisexual) and
those who are transgender. The concept of minority stress is not attributable to one specific
theory, rather its basis is found across various psychological and sociological theories (Meyer,
2003). It is used to describe excess stress members of minority groups face because of their
social position and stigmatized status. Meyer (2003) contends minority stress is unique, chronic,
and socially based. All people experience stress, but minority stress is unique in that it is an
additional level of stress felt by those who belong to a stigmatized group. Minority stress is
chronic in that it is stable in nature, and it is socially based, meaning it stems from social
structures, processes, and institutions (Meyer, 2003)
Meyer (2003) advanced the minority stress model by applying it to sexual minority
populations and suggesting an approach that examines stress processes as occurring along a
continuum from distal stressors to proximal personal processes. Distal minority stressors are
objective stressors and do not depend on an individual’s perception. These may include
discrimination and victimization that are arranged through cultural norms and laws (Delozier et
al., 2020). Proximal stress processes are subjective and are related to self-identity (Meyer, 2003).
These may include internalized stigma, fear of rejection, and concealment of identity (Delozier et
al., 2020; Meyer, 2003). Meyer’s proposed model of minority stress as it relates to these distal

21
and proximal distinctions in lesbian, gay, and bisexual (LGB) individuals attempts to explain
how stress and coping impact mental health. Specifically, the minority stress model proposed by
Meyer (2003) attempts to make the connection between the higher prevalence of mental
disorders in LGB individuals and excess stress due to their belonging in a stigmatized group.
Hendricks and Testa (2012) adapted Meyer’s (2003) model of minority stress to
incorporate the experiences of transgender and gender nonconforming individuals. Their use of
the term gender nonconforming is meant to be inclusive of those individuals who do not identify
as part of a gender binary (either male or female) and do not identify as transgender. In this
sense, it is used in the same way as nonbinary as defined in Chapter 1. Like Meyer (2003),
Hendricks and Testa (2012) recognize the high prevalence of stress experienced by those
belonging to stigmatized groups, of which transgender and gender nonconforming individuals
belong. Stressful life events related to external events in the environment are most observable
among those who are transgender or gender nonconforming and have a significant effect on
mental health. High rates of gender-based discrimination, physical violence, and sexual violence
are documented in transgender populations and correlate with the increased risk of suicide and
mental health issues seen in transgender and gender nonconforming communities (Hendricks &
Testa, 2012). Similar to Meyer’s (2003) presentation of internalized homophobia as a proximal
minority stress factor, Hendricks and Testa (2012) proposed internalized transphobia as a
stressor affecting the mental health of transgender and gender nonconforming populations. When
applied to transgender and gender nonconforming individuals, the minority stress model
subsumes the mental health implications of negative life experiences and the excess stress related
to their minority status. To apply the minority stress model to transgender and gender
nonconforming populations would be to consider the effects of discrimination, internalized
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transphobia, prior victimization, and the possibility of future victimization as excess stressors
having serious implications on mental health (Hendricks & Testa, 2012).
School counselors can use the minority stress model to better understand the excess
stressors experienced by transgender and nonbinary youth. As part of a stigmatized minority
group, transgender and nonbinary individuals experience unique stressors on top of the everyday
stressors of the human experience. Hendricks and Testa (2012) recommend those working with
transgender clients familiarize themselves with common experiences of transgender populations,
and work with clients to support and encourage resiliency in the face of these gender identity and
expression-based stressors. School counselors can support all students, but especially those
holding a minority status, by striving to be culturally competent in their interactions,
assessments, and treatments (Hendricks & Testa, 2012). When working with transgender and
nonbinary students, this may necessitate a recognition of the distal and proximal stress processes
contributing to their higher propensity for mental health issues.
Unlike Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs, which does not explicitly provide
explanations for higher incidences of mental health issues in transgender and nonbinary youth,
the minority stress model as described by Meyer (2003) and Hendricks and Testa (2012) does
provide some explanation. When used together, school counselors can draw on these frameworks
to effect change on multiple levels. These levels belong to the broader concept of multitiered
systems of support (MTSS), which are evidenced-based practices centered on improving
academic and behavioral outcomes for students (Freeman et al., 2017). For school counselors
aligning with MTSS, the services offered to students varies depending on level, or tier. On an
individual level, change may come in the form of Tier 2 and 3 supports such as through
individual and group counseling, consultation, collaboration, and the facilitation of referrals
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(American School Counselor Association, 2021). School counselors can also effect change
through Tier 1 interventions that may help improve the school culture, and they can use their role
as an advocate for students to help push for school policies that are inclusive of transgender and
nonbinary youth and their experiences. This project draws on Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of
needs and the minority stress model (Hendricks and Testa, 2012; Meyers, 2003) to conceptualize
the resources and support school counselors can offer transgender and nonbinary middle school
students.
Research/Evaluation
Several protective factors have been identified through research on the experiences of
transgender and nonbinary youth in schools. These factors range from school-level policies to
programming aimed at educating students and teachers. Research in these areas has found
promising results for improving the school experiences of LGBTQ youth more broadly, with
positive implications for improving the experiences of transgender and nonbinary youth as well.
While not an exhaustive depiction of the research on LGBTQ youth experiences, the studies
presented in the following sections offer a good starting point for stakeholders seeking guidance
for how to make school climates safer and more inclusive for all students. The ensuing literature
review highlights research in the areas of 1) gender and sexualities alliances, 2) inclusive school
policies, 3) bullying and SEL programs, and 4) professional development for staff.
Gender and Sexuality Alliances in Schools
Discussions of school-based support for LGBTQ students often include the presence (or
absence) of a GSA (Genders and Sexualities Alliance). As described in Chapter 1, GSAs are
student-led groups/clubs that bring together LGBTQ youth and allies. GSAs are open to all
students, regardless of sexual orientation and gender identity (Hackimer & Proctor, 2015). GSAs
offer students a safe space, social support, and the opportunity for activism (Fetner & Kush,
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2008; Hackimer & Proctor, 2015). Research has found that the presence of a GSA in a school
can have positive effects on students and the school environment (Hackimer & Proctor, 2015;
Poteat et al., 2020).
Participation in a GSA has been found to positively impact student mental health (Poteat
et al., 2020; Truong et al., 2021). Poteat et al. (2020) identified an increased sense of hope
among youth GSA participants, which the researchers concluded contributed to decreased
depressive and anxiety symptoms. Students surveyed by Kosciw et al. (2020) similarly noted
lower levels of depression in schools with a GSA, however, the researchers did not distinguish
between active GSA participants and those not involved in the GSA. Some research suggests
participation in a GSA is not necessary for the positive effects of its presence to influence school
climate, which in turn may have an effect on student well-being (Hackimer & Proctor, 2015).
The mere presence of the GSA in the school may be enough to influence the environment,
creating a school climate that is less hostile and more supportive. Increased peer validation and
self-efficacy to promote social justice were other positive benefits of active GSA participation
found by Poteat et al. (2020). Self-efficacy to promote social justice was described as a student’s
perceived ability to effect change on social systems through the promotion of equity,
empowerment, and efforts to dispel discrimination (Poteat et al., 2020). GSAs provide a sense of
community, and LGBTQ students in schools with a GSA are more likely to report a greater sense
of belonging and safety than those attending schools without a GSA (Hackimer & Proctor, 2015;
Truong et al., 2021).
As student-led clubs, GSAs vary in purpose, structure, and focus. GSAs are
extracurricular clubs and as such, they offer students an opportunity to socialize. For some
GSAs, socializing may be their main intent. For others, advocacy may be their main focus.
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Research has suggested that students in GSAs that engage in more advocacy and offer more
support report more positive benefits than those in GSAs characterized by less advocacy and
support (Poteat, 2017). While the purpose and content of the discussions held during GSA
meetings can vary, Poteat et al.’s (2018) research suggests that GSA members somewhat
regularly engage in discussions about gender identity. A GSA with an open climate, where
students can voice their beliefs in a respectful environment is most effective because it allows for
more active participation of members. Additionally, a GSA that has some structure functions
better than one with too much structure or one with too little (Poteat, 2017). In terms of
contextual factors, GSAs with a large, visible presence in the school tend to attract more
members than GSAs that have few members, are nearly invisible, and/or do few activities
(Seelman et al., 2015).
While research has highlighted the positive effects of GSAs, their existence is not a given
in schools across the U.S. According to analysis by Fetner and Kush (2005), GSAs are more
commonly found in urban and suburban schools and in the eastern and western regions of the
U.S. Rural areas and schools in the American south and midwest were less likely to have GSAs.
Per Kosciw et al. (2020), 14.7% of LGBTQ youth surveyed indicated that they were restricted in
some way from forming or promoting a GSA in their school. The absence of a GSA in a school,
therefore, may not be because it is not needed or wanted by students, but rather because there are
barriers in place making its formation difficult. These barriers, for example, may include cultural
beliefs unique to geographical regions where support for LGBTQ people may be minimal. In
addition to geographic differences of GSA participation, results from a large-scale survey on
GSA participation (see Truong et al., 2021) identified noticeable demographic differences in
student participation as well. The majority of students participating in their school’s GSA were
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white, cisgender, gay or lesbian, and from suburban schools. GSAs are also more commonly
found in high schools than middle schools, leaving large numbers of LGBTQ youth without the
school (and social) support GSAs can offer (Quasha et al., 2014; Truong et al., 2021).
The positive benefits of GSAs in schools are notable. While much of the literature on
GSAs has focused on high school GSAs, less focus has been given to GSAs in middle schools.
Quasha et al. (2014) note that addressing LGBTQ issues in schools with young adolescents is
controversial. The lack of middle school GSAs, then, may be due in part to the controversial
nature of the topic and the age-group comprising the middle school years. Middle school
students in Kosciw et al.’s (2020) were less likely to report having a GSA in their school,
seemingly confirming Quasha et al.’s (2014) assertion that middle school GSAs are “virtually
nonexistent” (p. 92). While GSAs in middle schools may be less common, they do still exist, and
future research would benefit from focusing on the ways in which schools navigate the alleged
controversial nature of LGBTQ issues and the presence of GSAs in middle school.
Although less commonly found in middle schools, Truong et al. (2021) suggest middle
school GSA participants are more likely to regularly attend meetings than are high school
participants. Reasons suggested for why attendance may be higher included a greater
commitment from middle school GSA participants to sustain the club, and more active
participation due to the generally hostile climate that accompanies the middle school experience
(Kosciw et al., 2020; Truong et al., 2021). In their study comparing two middle schools, one with
a GSA and one without a GSA, Quasha et al. (2014) generally confirmed the positive benefits of
GSAs commonly identified through research on high school-level clubs. The middle school with
the GSA had a more positive climate, which included less physical and verbal bullying than the
middle school without a GSA (Quasha et al., 2014). The GSA school also placed a greater
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emphasis on creating a safe environment for LGBTQ students, and while this more positive
environment may not be directly related to the existence of the GSA, it is a noteworthy finding,
nonetheless.
Inclusive School Policies
Nearly 60% of students surveyed by Kosciw et al. (2020) reported experiencing
discriminatory school policies or practices. Since school policies can and do vary, this number
may not entirely reflect the scope of the problem. School policies related to bathrooms, locker
rooms, dress codes, and language can have positive or negative impacts on transgender and
nonbinary students, depending on the nature of the policy. According to the students surveyed
however, only 10.9% of youth reported their school or district had policies that were inclusive
and supportive of transgender and nonbinary students (Kosciw et al., 2020). While school
policies may help, they should not be seen as the end-all-be-all. Policies that are not properly
enforced are not effective policies. Kosciw et al. (2020) assert that it is not enough for policies to
exist in schools, they need to be enforced and implemented in order to make a difference in the
school environment and lives of transgender and nonbinary youth.
Bathroom/Locker Room Policies. Bathrooms and locker rooms are two spaces in
schools that tend to be segregated by sex. For transgender and nonbinary students, restrictive
school policies that prevent them from using the bathroom aligned with their gender identity (and
not the sex assigned at birth) can have negative mental and physical health repercussions
(Wernick et al., 2017). Private, sex-segregated spaces in schools such as bathrooms and locker
rooms are markedly unsafe for many students and are especially unsafe for those who identify as
transgender (Kosciw et al., 2020; Wernick et al., 2017). Transgender students in Wernick et al.’s
(2017) study felt significantly less safe using school bathrooms and locker rooms than did
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cisgender students. Murchison et al.’s (2019) analysis of restrictive bathroom and locker room
policies found that transgender and nonbinary students assigned female at birth who attended
schools where restrictions were enforced were at an increased likelihood for experiencing sexual
assault than similarly identifying peers attending schools where such restrictions were not
enforced. In addition to safety concerns, feelings of awkwardness and uncomfortableness may
also be a part of the bathroom experience of transgender and nonbinary youth (Porta et al.,
2017).
Caution should be taken to not conflate the experiences of transgender and nonbinary
youth in sex-segregated facilities. As discussed by Paechter et al. (2021), much of the recent
literature on transgender youth in schools adheres to a gender binary. Less is known about those
who identify outside this binary (i.e., those who identify as nonbinary). Schools operate on a
largely binary measure where sex-segregated bathrooms and locker rooms are the rule and not
the exception (Paechter et al., 2021). For nonbinary youth, this sex-segregation can lead to
feelings of invisibility and hyper-visibility. Because gender identity is personal, the experiences
of nonbinary students using sex-segregated school facilities cannot be generalized. To combat
the binary nature of school restrooms, some nonbinary students use staff or single stall
bathrooms (Paechter et al., 2021; Porta et al., 2017). For some nonbinary students, using staff or
single stall bathrooms created a positive schooling experience because often permission to use
these facilities was given by a supportive staff member (Porta et al., 2017). Still others, however,
may feel singled out when using a single stall bathroom or even when using a bathroom
specifically designated as gender-neutral (Paechter et al., 2021).
One potential remedy for the presence of sex-segregated bathrooms in schools is to offer
a gender-neutral bathroom. Students in Porta et al.’s (2017) study spoke positively of places
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(schools, gyms, public spaces) that offered gender-neutral bathrooms and advocated for them in
the spaces where there were none. For these students, gender-neutral bathrooms were seen as
safer for transgender and nonbinary students than sex-segregated bathrooms (Porta et al., 2017).
Henry and Grubbs (2016) encourage school counselors to advocate for transgender students and
recommend schools have gender-neutral bathrooms and locker rooms. Murchison et al. (2019)
and Bartholomaeus and Riggs (2017) also support the designation of inclusive bathroom spaces,
which they refer to as “all gender” rather than “gender-neutral” bathrooms. These restrooms are
meant to be used by any student, not just those identifying as transgender or nonbinary. For
some, this all-inclusive distinction may be the difference between a negative school experience
and a positive one (Porta et al., 2017). Henry and Grubbs (2016) caution that school policies
regarding sex-segregated spaces such as bathrooms and locker rooms should be made with the
input of transgender students. By consulting with these students, schools can make informed
choices that respect the safety and views of transgender and nonbinary students.
Dress Code Policies. Dress codes are another school policy in which the gender binary
may be enforced. Schools implement dress codes for a variety of reasons. Student safety,
protection, the promotion of academic success, and attempts to lessen inequalities have all been
suggested as reasons for enforcing dress codes in schools (Edwards & Marshall, 2020; Martin &
Brooks, 2020). Eckes (2021) examines the legality of school dress codes and their impact on
students’ civil rights. Dress codes have been subject to legal proceedings when the policies
discriminate on the basis of sex (Eckes, 2021). A student in Mississippi, for example, sued her
school district for not being allowed to wear a tuxedo in her senior picture, which school policy
deemed was allowable for male students only. Requiring female students to wear dresses and
males to wear tuxedos (as was school policy) is an example of the gender binary being enforced
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in schools. The court ruled against the school on the grounds of sex discrimination (Eckes,
2021). Other school dress code policies that might qualify as sex discrimination include those
that specify how male and female students can style their hair and disciplining male students for
wearing nail polish (Eckes, 2021). An analysis of nine school district dress codes identified a
higher proportion of sex-based policies than race-based policies (Martin & Brooks, 2020). That
is, the dress codes were more likely to police female student bodies than male student bodies,
and were more likely to police racial minority bodies than white bodies.
Specific policies regulating dress for females and males may negatively affect
transgender and nonbinary students (Martin & Brooks, 2020). As a form of identity expression,
clothing may help transgender and nonbinary youth explore and develop their identity (ReddyBest & Choi, 2020). Transgender and nonbinary students attending schools without specific
transgender and nonbinary policies were more likely to be prevented from wearing clothes
considered “inappropriate” based on gender than those at schools with such policies (Kosciw et
al., 2020). Reddy-Best and Choi (2020) analyzed dress codes from high schools across the U.S.
for their consideration of transgender and nonbinary students. Three themes emerged in their
analysis, ranging from support (but not overt support) of gender fluid expression to passive and
active marginalization of transgender and nonbinary gender expressions. Many dress codes were
not separated by sex, and instead presented guidelines in list or paragraph form, often using the
more neutral term “students” in place of “female” or “male” (Reddy-Best & Choi, 2020).
Policies categorized as passively marginalizing transgender and nonbinary identities included
those with specific references to “females” and “males” and relied on stereotypical, genderconforming clothing options and images. While less popular, a few schools actively marginalized
transgender and nonbinary students with their dress code policies, such as by placing gendered
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restrictions on dress, makeup, hairstyles, and accessories (Reddy-Best & Choi, 2020). Some
schools explicitly prohibited “cross-dressing,” a policy that is likely aimed at transgender and
nonbinary students. While dress code policies may not specifically target transgender and
nonbinary students, the enforcement of guidelines, whether implicitly or explicitly, based on sex
further marginalizes those whose gender identity and/or expression is outside the traditional
confines of the gender binary.
Researchers have suggested various ways schools can adopt dress code policies that are
inclusive of all students and identities. Using neutral language such as referring to “students”
instead of “females” and “males” may help dress code policies seem less gendered and more
inclusive of transgender, and especially nonbinary youth (Paechter et al., 2021; Reddy-Best &
Choi, 2020). Henry and Grubbs (2017) similarly stressed the importance of a gender-neutral
dress code, suggesting that in those schools where uniforms are required, adopting a standard
shirt and bottoms would be a good practice, and in those where uniforms are not required,
allowing transgender students to dress according to their gender identity is important. ReddyBest and Choi (2020) noted that some schools used non-gendered imagery in their handbooks to
depict appropriate dress. Using the school mascot or an outline of a nondescript body, for
example, conveyed the dress code policies without conveying a specific sex or gender.
Bartholomaeus and Riggs (2017) propose schools adopt policies where dress codes apply to all
students and in all situations, such as sports, formals, and other school activities. They
specifically note that policies for all students should include those that reference jewelry and
make-up. While students in schools with specific transgender and/or nonbinary policies may
experience less discrimination, student experiences with dress code violations may be more
dependent on the staff members enforcing the policies than on the actual policies themselves
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(Kosciw et al., 2020). To that end, while the goal of the aforementioned suggestions may be to
be more inclusive of transgender and nonbinary students, the enforcement of policies is at the
discretion of staff members and thus attempts to be inclusive may be a moot point.
Inclusive Language Policies. Language that is inclusive of all and marginalizes none is
important in the context of the school setting. Inclusive language policies can include those that
create an environment where the gender binary is not enforced and where preferred pronouns and
chosen name are respected. Beese and Martin (2018) contend that school districts often fail to
create policies that protect the civil rights of all students until they experience legal threats.
Rather than being reactionary in policymaking, they suggest schools assume a proactive
approach and accommodate the rights of transgender students regardless of whether there has
been a legal threat. According to Beese and Martin (2018), one way schools can create policies
protecting the civil rights of all students is by accommodating the preferred pronouns and chosen
name of transgender and nonbinary students, regardless of whether the student has legally
changed their name or not.
The proper use of one’s preferred pronouns and name can have a positive effect on the
school experiences of transgender and nonbinary youth (Evans & Rawlings, 2021). Preventing
transgender and nonbinary students from using their preferred pronouns and name can negatively
impact their mental health (Kosciw et al., 2020). Being able to use their chosen name in various
contexts was associated with lower levels of depressive symptoms, suicidal ideation, and suicidal
behavior in transgender youth (Russell et al., 2018). Legally changing one’s name is generally
one step in what can be a long process to change all legal documents and one’s gender marker.
For minors in the state of Michigan, parental/guardian involvement is required to file a petition
for a name change (National Center for Transgender Equality, n.d.). Since not all parents may be
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supportive of this legal process, school staff, and particularly school counselors, need to be
especially sensitive to the student’s situation and desires. For school counselors, assessing the
extent to which a transgender or nonbinary student has revealed their gender identity to others,
including parents/guardians, is imperative (Henry & Grubbs, 2016).
Researchers stress the importance of using affirmative language with transgender and
nonbinary students and respecting their preferred pronouns and chosen name to the extent that
the student feels comfortable (Bartholomaeus & Riggs, 2017; Henry & Grubbs, 2016). While
permanent school records require the use of a student’s legal name, other records such as class
rosters, attendance sheets, awards, etc. often contain nicknames or preferred names (Beese &
Martin, 2018). The State Board of Education in Michigan (2016) recommends school districts
accommodate requests from students and/or parents/guardians to use the student’s preferred
pronouns and chosen name in district information systems, student email addresses, and in
unofficial student records. Researchers also suggest that schools use gender-inclusive language
on all forms and applications and propose schools adopt inclusive language across the board
(Bartholomaeus & Riggs, 2017; Henry & Grubbs, 2016). Allowing gender to be recorded as an
open-ended response, encouraging staff to not divide students by sex, and discouraging staff
from addressing students in a gendered way (i.e. referring to a group of students as “girls and
boys”) are all steps that can be taken for schools to be inclusive of all students, regardless of
gender identity.
Bullying and SEL Programs
A positive school climate for LGBTQ youth, where homophobic and transphobic
bullying and victimization are minimal, is more commonly found in schools where anti-bullying
policies are in place (Espelage et al., 2019). Transgender and nonbinary youth are at an increased
likelihood for experiencing bullying and victimization in schools (Kosciw et al., 2020). Anti-
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bullying and harassment policies, when implemented effectively, are essential for ensuring the
safety of transgender and nonbinary students. As found by Kosciw et al. (2020), students
attending schools with comprehensive anti-bullying/harassment policies were less likely to hear
anti-LGBTQ language, less likely to experience anti-LGBTQ victimization, and were more
likely to have staff intervene in the event they encountered anti-LGBTQ bullying or harassment.
Staff intervention may be complicated, however, if the student is not out in school. Nonbinary
students in Paechter et al.’s (2021) study who were not out at school reported teachers were less
likely to intervene upon hearing transphobic comments. The inclusion of transgender and
nonbinary students in anti-bullying policies is imperative if we are to maintain school climates
that work to prevent and intervene in gender-based bullying and harassment.
Research on anti-bullying interventions is plentiful but offers varying results (Menesini &
Salmivalli, 2017). School-based anti-bullying programs can target individual students, parents,
classrooms, or the whole school. Research has suggested that the effectiveness of anti-bullying
programs largely depends on its intensity and duration (Menesini & Salmivalli, 2017). Schoolbased anti-bullying programs can be particularly effective at decreasing bullying if intensive in
nature and long-lasting (Ttofi & Farrington, 2011). Having analyzed 10 anti-bullying
intervention programs, Rawlings and Stoddard (2019) contend inconsistencies abound between
the various programs and suggest more systematic reviews of these programs are necessary to
evaluate their effectiveness in schools. Their review suggested that effective bullying programs
include interventions that target various stakeholders (i.e. students, peers, family, school,
community). Further, those that address physical, verbal, or relational aggression, and/or peer
victimization were thought to be most effective at reducing bullying behavior (Rawlings &
Stoddard, 2019). School-wide bullying policies, curriculum-based lessons, individual
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interventions, and teacher professional development are all critical components of effective
bullying programs (Rawlings & Stoddard, 2019). While research suggests anti-bullying
programs may create school climates that are less tolerant of anti-LGBTQ harassment and
victimization, Espelage et al. (2019) note that few studies have thoroughly analyzed the
homophobic bullying outcomes of anti-bullying prevention programs. Programs that do not
expressly address bullying experienced by members of a population at increased risk of
victimization in schools is negligent. Schools implementing anti-bullying programs need to
consider the safety of all students when establishing anti-bullying policies and choosing
prevention programs.
Anti-bullying programs can be used alone or as part of a larger social-emotional
curriculum. Social-emotional programs are used in many schools to teach emotion management
and address interpersonal conflict (Espelage et al., 2015). Some of these programs address
bullying, but some do not. Students participating in the SPARK Pre-Teen Mentoring Curriculum,
a classroom-based social-emotional program for middle school students, demonstrated increases
in communication, problem-solving, decision-making, emotional regulation, and resiliency upon
completion of several SPARK lessons (Green et al., 2021). While this program enabled students
to learn critical skills, specific anti-bullying lessons were not described by the researchers as
being part of the lessons students received. Like the SPARK program, Second Step is a socialemotional program for schools that offers lessons for grades PreK-12. Espelage et al. (2015)
analyzed the Second Step middle school program and its impact on violence, aggression,
bullying, sexual harassment, and other problematic behaviors. Results of their analysis varied,
with Second Step instruction having positive effects on homophobic name-calling and reporting
of sexual harassment but less of an influence on bullying behavior, physical aggression, and
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victimization (Espelage et al., 2015). Noticeably absent from the results of Green et al. (2021)
and Espelage et al. (2015) are specific programmatic effects on transgender and nonbinary
students. While Espelage et al. (2015) found decreases in homophobic name-calling, the absence
of transphobic name-calling is notable and suggests the need for further exploration.
Professional Development for Staff
School staff play a significant role in the experiences of students and the extent to which
they feel a sense of belonging and safety in the school environment (Kosciw et al., 2020;
Kutsyuruba et al., 2015). A good relationship with a staff member can inspire a student; a bad
relationship can negatively affect their academics and desire to be in school. Students in Kosciw
et al.’s (2020) study who reported having many supportive staff at their school were more likely
to plan on pursuing post-secondary education and had higher GPAs than those who had few to
no supportive staff. Kutsyuruba et al. (2015) suggest that a positive school environment is
defined by the quality of relationships that exist among and between teachers, administrators,
students, parents, and the community. Having a large network of supportive staff can reduce
hostile school experiences for LGBTQ youth and can improve the learning environment (Kosciw
et al., 2020). Staff can convey their support by responding to biased language and anti-LGBTQ
victimization. Visible displays of support, such as through the display of stickers and posters, can
also help LGBTQ students identify supportive staff members (Kosciw et al., 2020).
Supportive staff are educated staff. Kosciw et al. (2020) suggest schools offer
professional development for staff to be able to recognize and respond to the needs of LGBTQ
students. One program for teachers and other school staff offering promising results for helping
to better understand the experiences of LGBTQ youth is an interactive role-play simulation
called “Step In, Speak Up!” (Bradley et al., 2019). Bradley et al. (2019) analyzed the effects of a
group completing this simulation against that of a control group. “Step In, Speak Up!” helps
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educators understand the challenges faced by LGBTQ youth and allows them to practice
techniques for intervening in cases of harassment and strategies for creating a safer environment
for their students. Educators receiving the “Step In, Speak Up!” treatment were more prepared
and had more confidence in their ability to 1) manage a student who had used derogatory
language, 2) talk with a victim of teasing or bullying, and 3) connect a student with support
services (Bradley et al., 2019).
The Reduction of Stigma in Schools (RSIS) program is another professional development
program aimed at helping educators create supportive environments for LGBTQ students (Payne
& Smith, 2011). Participants report being most impacted by the narratives of LGBTQ students
presented to them as part of the program and learning about the stigma and isolation experienced
by LGBTQ students. Payne and Smith (2011) recognize there are limits to professional
development for educators and understand time constraints in schools can impact the
effectiveness of the RSIS program. It is important that in the least, these programs raise
awareness about the critical issues facing LGBTQ students and that they teach educators
techniques for how to make school a less hostile place for LGBTQ students. Through these
efforts, educators can work towards being advocates for their students, offering the support many
LGBTQ students need in schools.
Advocacy is a core component of a school counselor’s role in a school and as such,
school counselors are ethically bound to advocate for all students. Teachers, on the other hand,
may feel less comfortable advocating for students when the advocacy involves a (seemingly)
controversial issue. While implementing RSIS, Payne and Smith (2011) spoke with a number of
teachers who felt advocating for LGBTQ students was somewhat risky. Some teachers described
being inhibited by administrators to advocate for LGBTQ students, and others voiced uncertainty
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about their administrators’ commitment to student safety and justice (Payne & Smith, 2011).
Because research has highlighted the positive benefits supportive educators can have on LGBTQ
students, advocacy and allyship should be encouraged and not inhibited.
Case and Meier (2014) analyzed two professional development programs offered in the
Houston area that focused exclusively on educating and training educators and counselors to be
allies of transgender and nonbinary youth. They contend that current curriculum models do not
properly prepare K-12 educators and counselors to be allies of transgender and nonbinary youth.
Much like Payne and Smith (2011) found through their research on the impact of narratives in
professional development, Case and Meier (2014) stressed the importance of program
participants hearing directly from transgender and nonbinary individuals. They also found that
role-playing scenarios that might occur in schools and brainstorming how to respond in an
affirmative and helpful way was important to building allyship skills. With proper training, Case
and Meier (2014) suggest adult allies will be prepared to prevent harassment and bullying of
transgender and nonbinary youth and help create and maintain a safe school environment.
Summary
Research has identified multiple ways schools can improve the experiences of
transgender and nonbinary youth. As described above, these interventions include both Tier 1
(inclusive school policies and programming, staff development) and Tier 2 (GSAs) supports.
Gender and sexuality alliances are student-led clubs with a LGBTQ and advocacy focus that
have been found to have positive effects on student mental health and school climate (Hackimer
& Proctor, 2015; Poteat et al., 2020; Truong et al., 2021). Although most commonly found in
high schools, when present in middle schools, some research suggests a gender and sexualities
alliance can help reduce physical and verbal bullying and can lead to a more positive school
environment for LGBTQ students (Quasha et al., 2014).
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School policies are a heavily researched area, particularly the use of school spaces by
transgender and nonbinary youth. Because school spaces such as bathrooms and locker rooms
tend to adhere to the gender binary, transgender and nonbinary students find themselves in a
position where they must navigate which facility they would feel safest using. For some
transgender and nonbinary students, using a staff or single stall bathroom is their best option
(Porta et al., 2017). By offering gender-neutral, or all gender, bathrooms and locker rooms,
schools can help foster a school environment that is positive and welcoming of all genders
(Bartholomaeus & Riggs, 2017; Henry & Grubbs, 2016; Murchison et al., 2019; Porta et al.,
2017). Dress code policies also sometimes adhere to the gender binary and thus sometimes
overtly, sometimes covertly, single-out transgender and nonbinary students. Adopting neutral
language, presenting dress codes in list form rather than segregated by sex, and having universal
dress policies regardless of activity or gender are all ways for schools to be more inclusive of
transgender and nonbinary students (Bartholomaeus & Riggs, 2017; Paechter et al., 2021;
Reddy-Best & Choi, 2020). Lastly, school policies that direct the use of inclusive and affirmative
language, such as using a student’s preferred pronouns and name in school documents, can have
positive implications on the mental health of transgender and nonbinary students (Evans &
Rawlings, 2021).
An important school policy, and one that is often tied to larger school programming
initiatives, is that of anti-bullying policies. Schools that enforce anti-bullying policies and
provide intervention and prevention programs to various stakeholders are schools that can see
decreases in bullying behavior (Espelage et al., 2019). While some research (see Kosciw et al.,
2020) suggests LGBTQ students in schools with anti-bullying policies experience less
harassment and victimization, Espelage et al. (2019) note that many anti-bullying polices do not

40
fully address the homophobic bullying experienced by LGBTQ students. Sometimes related to
their anti-bullying policy, some schools may implement social-emotional learning programs to
help students learn emotion regulation, communication, and other important skills (see Espelage
et al., 2015; Green et al., 2021). Results from research on these programs is varied, but lessons
specifically addressing gender-identity bullying were noticeably absent.
Finally, policies and programs to create a positive school climate can only be effective if
they are enforced. Personal narratives from LGBTQ students are especially effective in helping
teachers understand the lived experiences of victimized and harassed students when included as
part of professional development (Case & Meier, 2014; Payne & Smith, 2011). For those
receiving specific training on how to intervene and manage gender-identity bullying,
professional development can help them acquire new skills so that they may be advocates and
allies for their LGBTQ students (Bradley et al., 2019; Case & Meier, 2014).
Conclusions
According to Maslow (1943), safety and love/belongingness are two basic needs humans
strive to fulfill. Transgender and nonbinary students are not unique in their desires to feel a sense
of safety and belonging in school. As members of a marginalized group, transgender and
nonbinary students must navigate a social world that is largely built upon a gender binary. The
school environment is not immune from this binary construction of gender, making the school
experiences of transgender and nonbinary students unique in comparison to their cisgender peers.
Perhaps due to their marginalized status, transgender and nonbinary students experience elevated
levels of stress, which can adversely affect their mental health (Hendricks & Testa, 2012; Meyer,
2013). To help students feel safe, to encourage a positive school experience where transgender
and nonbinary students feel accepted and as though they belong, and to address the negative
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mental health ramifications of not having these needs met, schools can position themselves as
spaces of support and inclusion for students of all identities.
Student-led clubs, inclusive school polices, prevention programs, and professional
development for staff are integral in creating a school climate where the needs of transgender
and nonbinary students are met. It is evident from reviewing relevant literature that more focus
needs to be placed on the experiences of transgender and nonbinary students. The literature
described in this chapter provides a snapshot of the ways in which schools have successfully, or
perhaps not so successfully, adjusted to the needs of transgender and nonbinary students. The
research of Case and Meier (2014), Evans and Rawlings (2021), Henry and Grubbs (2017),
Paechter et al. (2021), and Porta et al. (2017) all speak directly to the needs of transgender and
nonbinary students. The work of Green et al. (2021), Espelage et al., (2015), and Quasha et al.
(2014) exclusively address the middle school experience. Noticeably absent from much of the
literature is that which bridges these two content areas together. The lack of research on middle
school transgender and nonbinary students is apparent and speaks to a crucial gap future research
should address.
In the next chapter I will focus on ways in which middle schools can support transgender
and nonbinary students. Based on the theoretical underpinnings of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs
and the minority stress model, as well as the literature reviewed herein, I turn my focus to
practical solutions schools can implement to be more inclusive and supportive of the needs of all
students generally, and transgender and nonbinary students specifically.
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Chapter Three: Project Description
Introduction
Although mental illness cuts across identity-based categories (i.e., racial, gender, social
class, etc.), youth who identify as transgender and/or nonbinary are at particular risk (PriceFeeney et al., 2020; The Trevor Project, 2022). School counselors are uniquely positioned in
schools to address not only the mental health needs of transgender and nonbinary students, but to
also offer support and guidance in other areas where students may feel deficient. In this chapter, I
describe the various components of the guide I created to help middle school counselors as they
work to ensure transgender and nonbinary inclusivity in their schools. I describe the documents
created as part of this project and the evaluation strategies that may be used to help measure the
guide’s success. Finally, I offer conclusions and plans for implementation of the guide, including
how information gained from successfully implementing the guide can be shared with others.
Project Components
School can be a particularly challenging place for transgender and nonbinary students to
navigate, particularly when they do not feel safe and/or supported. LGBTQ students who do not
feel safe in school and do not feel a sense of belonging are more likely to experience academic
and mental health issues (Kutsyuruba et al., 2015; The Trevor Project, 2022). Conversely,
LGBTQ students who have access to supportive teachers and staff, who have access to LGBTQrelated resources and supports, are more likely to report feelings of safety and belongingness
(Kosciw et al., 2020). Unfortunately, supportive staff and access to LGBTQ-related resources is
dependent on many factors, and thus many students may attend schools with little to no access.
Middle school students, in particular, are less likely to have access to LGBTQ-related supports
and resources (Kosciw et al., 2020). In an effort to address this gap, this project serves as a guide
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middle school counselors can use to ensure their school is inclusive of transgender and nonbinary
students.
The resources created as part of this project include templates and presentations school
counselors can use to address issues of transgender and nonbinary inclusivity in the school
environment. The first document in the guide (Appendix A) is a checklist school counselors or
other school staff can use to assess how inclusive the school is of transgender and nonbinary
students. The checklist will provide baseline data for school staff to identify areas where
improvements in inclusivity can be made. It follows the format of the literature review presented
in Chapter Two and categorizes areas of inclusivity based on previous research (GSAs, school
policies, and school programming). The intent is for the checklist to be revisited after changes
have been made so that the school can have documentation of efforts made to increase
transgender and nonbinary inclusion.
Chapter Two described the benefits of student-led GSAs on student mental health and
school climate. According to survey research by Kosciw et al. (2020), GSAs are less common in
middle schools than high schools. GSAs are student-led and student-initiated, but due to their
seeming lack of popularity in middle schools, students may need some assistance to establish and
run such a club. While any staff member can initiate a GSA, this guide is intended for school
counselors because school counselors are ethically bound to advocate for all students and work
to ensure the safety of marginalized students in the school environment (American School
Counselor Association, 2022). Appendix B includes resources for middle school counselors to
help establish a GSA in their school. A sample flyer, email to students, and announcement to be
read during the daily announcements (Appendix B) are included as resources to invite students to
join the GSA. An outline of the first GSA meeting (Appendix B) is also included to provide
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direction for counselors, or other staff serving as the club’s advisor. Because GSAs are studentled, the nature of the topics covered, and the direction of the club is at the discretion of the
students. As such, only one outline is provided (Appendix B) and the agendas for the remaining
meetings can be decided upon as a group.
School policies that are inclusive of all students and that do not discriminate on the basis
of gender identity can improve the school experiences of transgender and nonbinary students
(Evans & Rawlings, 2021; Porta et al., 2017). To advocate for inclusive school policies, the
guide includes a PowerPoint template (Appendix C) school counselors can present to teachers,
administrators, and other school staff. The template includes directions to tailor the information
to the particular needs of the school based on their existing policies. Also included in Appendix
C is a sample sign to designate a bathroom as an all-gender, or gender-neutral, bathroom. While
the school may purchase a standard gender-neutral sign, the sample sign (Appendix C) offers a
description and is arguably more age-appropriate than the standard sign commonly used to
designate public restrooms. Finally, to address instances of a student desiring to change their
name in the school web-based system, a sample email to parents (Appendix C) is included as
part of the guide. This email is intended only for use as a conversation-starter and is not meant to
take the place of official school documents designating a name change.
The final major section of the guide offers a PowerPoint template (Appendix D) to be
used by school counselors to advocate for inclusive programming. The presentation will educate
administrators on the benefits of trans-inclusive anti-bullying policies, SEL programming, and
staff professional development. A mock-up of stickers to help students identify staff who have
received training on transgender and nonbinary issues, and to help students locate safe spaces
throughout the school, are included as part of the guide (Appendix D). The sticker incorporates
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the updated LGBTQ rainbow flag which includes the colors of the transgender pride flag set
within the school’s mascot and/or initials. To create a culture of inclusivity throughout the
school, the inclusive mascot image was also used in documents found in Appendixes B and C.
Finally, the guide includes a pre-/post-test (Appendix E) that can be used to gather
perception data from students on inclusivity and the school. This pre-/post-test is not meant to
replace a school climate survey, nor is it intended to fully measure the school and/or district’s
diversity and inclusion efforts. Instead, the pre-/post-test is to be administered by school
counselors to assess student perception of school-based supports and resources for transgender
and non-binary students. While the pre-/post-test can be given anytime throughout the school
year, it would perhaps be most effective to administer the pre-test early in the school year so
sufficient time can be spent addressing the concerns and/or recommendations of the students.
Project Evaluation
A primary objective of the project is to increase/ensure inclusivity of transgender and
nonbinary students in middle school. Specifically, the guide aims to offer resources for school
counselors to draw on when looking to support and advocate for transgender and nonbinary
students. A successful implementation of the guide is dependent upon the resources currently
available in the school. To evaluate the effectiveness of the guide, the checklist (Appendix A)
will need to be completed before any steps have been taken to increase/ensure the inclusion of
transgender and nonbinary students. The initial completion of the checklist will provide baseline
data highlighting areas of inclusion and shortcomings that can be addressed through
interventions. Once steps have been taken to improve the lack of inclusion, the checklist can be
revisited.
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In addition to the information gained through the completion of the checklist (Appendix
A), evaluation of the guide’s effectiveness will also be measured through perception data
collected from pre- and post-tests emailed to students (Appendix E). Results of the assessments
will be analyzed to determine success of the inclusion efforts. Perception data collected from
pre-tests may help guide decisions about ways to increase transgender and nonbinary inclusion in
the school. Once efforts have been made to increase inclusion, the post-test can be administered.
Because efforts to increase inclusion may take time, immediate results of the guide’s suggestions
may not be fully recognizable by students. As suggested in the previous section, administering
the pre-test at the beginning of the school year may provide sufficient time for changes to be
made that students could begin to feel the effects of. Administering the post-test near the end of
the school year may provide ample time for results to indicate successful implementation of the
guide’s resources. Further, while a school climate survey is not included as part of this guide, it
is recommended that school climate surveys be conducted annually to assess students’
perceptions of the school environment. Results from these surveys may, in time, also be used as
a means to evaluate the guide’s effectiveness.
Project Conclusions
The guide presented in this project is meant to serve as a springboard for diversity and
inclusion initiatives undertaken by individual schools and school districts. Transgender and
nonbinary students are part of a gender minority in a society that largely adheres to a gender
binary. Because of this minority status, they are at increased risk for experiencing discrimination,
harassment, and victimization (Kosciw et al., 2020). Transgender and nonbinary youth are at
particular risk for experiencing anxiety, depression, self-harm, eating disorders, and suicidal
ideation (Connolly et al., 2016; Price-Feeney et al., 2020; The Trevor Project, 2022). LGBTQ
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youth who feel supported have a lower likelihood of attempting suicide, and for transgender and
nonbinary youth, affirming their gender can have positive effects on their mental health (The
Trevor Project, 2022). Ensuring the safety and inclusion of transgender and nonbinary students
in the school environment should be of particular concern to school counselors, who recognize
the high incidences of mental health issues afflicting young Americans in general, and
transgender and nonbinary youth in particular.
Transgender and nonbinary students have the right to feel safe and a sense of belonging
in their school environment, two of the basic needs humans should be afforded in the quest for
self-actualization (Maslow, 1943). The guide created for this project provides school counselors
with various tools to help students meet these basic needs. The inclusion of a GSA in a school
can lead to the creation of a more positive school environment where LGBTQ students
experience less harassment and discrimination and a greater sense of belonging (Hackimer &
Proctor, 2015; Poteat et al., 2020). Inclusive school policies that make allowances for students
who do not identify with the sex assigned at birth may also help students feel a sense of
belonging and may alleviate some of the stress associated with navigating their minority status
(Meyer, 2003). School counselors may need to take the initiative to help educate staff on the
importance of transgender- and nonbinary-inclusive programming and curriculum. If school
leaders are on board with making changes to existing school policies and programs, the
necessary changes to be more inclusive of the transgender and nonbinary student experience may
come into fruition. The resources provided in this project’s guide are not meant to be all
encompassing. Rather, the guide pulls from previous research in areas where inclusive practices
have been introduced and maintained (GSAs, school policies, anti-bullying policies, and
inclusive programming).
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The scope of this project’s guide is small in comparison to the work that needs to be done
to fully support the mental health needs of transgender and nonbinary youth. With that said,
larger questions remain surrounding the experiences of transgender and nonbinary youth in
middle schools; questions that remain largely unanswered because much of the current literature
centers on high school experiences. Critical to the success of efforts to ensure inclusion of
transgender and nonbinary students are results of perception data. The templates created as part
of this project are intentionally broad in part because this perception data cannot be accounted.
While the guide created may increase the awareness of teachers and administrators to the ways in
which they, and the school environment, can be more inclusive of transgender and nonbinary
students, it fails to answer the question of how students will perceive this information. The
voices of students are essential when attempting to answer questions related to their overall
wellbeing. Bartholomaeus and Riggs (2017) and Paechter et al. (2021) note the importance of
including transgender and nonbinary voices in decision-making that directly impacts them. To
that end, this project cannot fully represent the range of resources at a school counselor’s
disposal until the voices of transgender and nonbinary students are included in the creation and
implementation of the resources.
Plans for Implementation
This project is intended to be used and implemented by middle school counselors.
However, slight modifications can be made, such as to the GSA resources (Appendix B) and the
all-gender bathroom sign (Appendix C) that would make the guide appropriate for use by
secondary counselors. Because the resources provided in the guide target various audiences, the
timeline for implementation may vary. The evaluation instruments (Appendixes A and E) can be
given at any point throughout the school year, but they should be given when ample time can be
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spent evaluating the results and formulating plans to improve transgender and nonbinary
inclusion. For some schools, this may mean the beginning of the year. For others, a few months
into the school year may be the best time to turn one’s focus on increasing inclusion. Review of
data gained from the inclusivity checklist and perception data from students can be shared with
other schools in the district and counselors at surrounding schools.
While the resources are intended for use by school counselors, they can be shared with
and used by any staff member wishing to further support transgender and nonbinary students. In
fact, collaboration with other staff members may strengthen the case made by school counselors
that inclusion of transgender and nonbinary students is important and necessary across all levels
of education. Included as part of the project’s guide are two PowerPoint presentations
(Appendixes C and D). These presentations can be given at a staff meeting or as part of a
professional development day. Both instances would provide a good opportunity to share with
staff and administrators’ perception data gathered from students and describe to them the status
of inclusion efforts at the school. Again, the timeline for giving these presentations can be
flexible. The desire to make changes and to be more inclusive of transgender and nonbinary
students is of greater importance than knowing the exact timeframe the school intends to follow
to start implementing the guide.
Given the politically charged climate that has emerged over the past few years regarding
parental rights and schools, I recognize the alleged controversial nature of the items presented as
part of this project and the overall topic of transgender and nonbinary middle school students.
Regardless of one’s political leanings, the safety and wellbeing of our students should be of
utmost importance. The school should make inclusion efforts known to those in the community
by highlighting the progress on the school website and/or social media. Establishing and
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maintaining open and clear communication with parents will be important during the process of
increasing inclusion. Sharing results of school climate surveys and the assessments provided in
this guide (Appendixes A and E) would be good practice in effective communication between
school counselors and parents. Communicating to parents via periodic counseling newsletters or
emails will keep them aware of what is happening at the school and the efforts that are being
made to be inclusive of all students.
While this project seeks to ensure greater inclusion of transgender and nonbinary
students, at its core it is about increasing inclusion of all students, regardless of identity. The
resources target transgender and nonbinary inclusion, but similar efforts should be made to
include students of all races, ethnicities, abilities, etc. If we want to address the mental health
crisis afflicting gender marginalized youth, we as educators, mental health professionals, youth
allies, and advocates need to make an effort to increase transgender and nonbinary inclusion in
our social institutions. It is my hope that school counselors and other school staff will use the
resources in this guide to make their middle school safer, more welcoming, and more inclusive
for transgender and nonbinary youth.
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Inclusivity Checklist

Yes

Is there a student organization dedicated to LGBTQ issues?
If yes, does the club include transgender issues as part of their cause?
If yes, does the club include nonbinary issues as part of their cause?
Is there a gender neutral or all gender bathroom available to students?
Is it labeled as such?
Is there a designated locker room area for transgender and nonbinary students if
they so wish?
Is it labeled as such?
Does the school dress code contain separate dress codes for males and females?
Are there examples of appropriate and inappropriate dress shown in a picture?
Do these pictures clearly show male and female students?
Are the same standards of dress applied to all students, regardless of gender?
(i.e., no mention is made of only girls wearing makeup or dresses)
Is gender neutral language used throughout the student handbook?
Are chosen names and pronouns identifiable in the school-based web program?
Does the school have an anti-bullying policy?
Does this policy include protections for transgender students? This must
be clearly indicated by the policy, not vaguely suggested.
Does this policy include protections for nonbinary students?
Does the school have an SEL curriculum or program?
Is there at least one lesson on transgender experiences?
Is there at least one lesson on nonbinary experiences?
Are safe spaces clearly labeled or indicated by a sticker?
Do staff receive training that specifically pertains to transgender students?
Do staff receive training that specifically pertains to nonbinary students?
Have all staff attended a PD on transgender students in the past year?
Have all staff attended a PD on nonbinary students in the past year?
*Results are not meant to be tallied. Instead, use the results to identify areas of improvement.

No
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Email to students:
Hi <insert school mascot>!
We will be starting a new club for students and we want to give you some information about it in case
you are interested in joining. This club is called ___________ and is for any student in grades 6, 7, and 8.
<insert name of club> is a genders and sexualities alliance, which means it is a safe space for LGBTQ
students to meet and not feel judged. Anybody can join though! You don’t have to be LGBTQ to be a
part of this club. Some of the things the club will talk about will be: kindness to others, how to help
when someone is being bullied, what it feels like to be LGBTQ in school. <insert name of club> is all
about celebrating what makes each of us unique and making school a safe place for all! For more
information and/or to sign up, please reach out to your counselor.
Have an awesome day!

Announcement:
<insert name of club> is a new club starting soon. Sign-up is happening now. For more information,
contact <insert name of counselor/s>.
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GSA Meeting 1 Suggested Outline
Advisor welcomes members to the group and gives a brief sense of purpose of the club. Advisor also
explains this is a student-led club, meaning the students decide the direction of the club. The advisor will
serve as a guide for the meetings when necessary. The advisor will largely lead the first few meetings as
things get established.
Advisor initiates the icebreaker.
•
•

Icebreaker: Candy Confessions; Use Skittles
Each person takes (or is given) a handful of Skittles. Each color is assigned a question. Students
must answer the question based on how many of that given color they have. So, if they have
three yellow Skittles, they answer the question three times.
• Red: Name a favorite food
• Purple: What is something you like to do outside of school?
• Orange: What is your favorite emoji?
• Yellow: What is something that annoys you?
• Green: What was your favorite childhood toy?

Advisor asks: What topics do you want to discuss? (Have a student write responses on the board)
Advisor may need to provide examples of topics. (Personal experiences in the school; LGBTQ
representation in the media; favorite LGBTQ content creators; something that you would like to see
changed about LGBTQ representation at school)
Advisor will also need to find out what type of group students want the club to be. Sample questions to
ask include: Do you want this to be a social group? A group focused on activism? Are there things you
would like to see change in the school? Do you want to work on changing these things or do you just
want to talk about it?
Advisor then assists group in creating group norms and a confidentiality pledge. As the group
brainstorms ideas for group norms, have a student writes the ideas on the board. A confidentiality
pledge should also be created that all students will sign. Norms and pledge should be kept as part of
group documents.

Consult the following to register your GSA and gain access to resources:
GSA Network https://gsanetwork.org/
GLSEN https://www.glsen.org/support-student-gsas

67
Appendix C
School Policy Resources

68

69
Sample email to send parents/guardians.

Hello _______,
____________ has informed me of <pronoun> desire to change <pronoun> name in <school’s
information system> and on school documents. (name of school) supports our students and would like
to make this change with your approval. This will affect school documents only and will not legally
change __________’s name. Please let me know if we can go ahead with this change and of any
questions you may have related to this process.
Kindly,
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Programming Resources
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Example safe space/inclusivity stickers. Make the sticker unique to your school by customizing it
to your school mascot. Make sure the transgender flag is represented in the colors. Another
option is to make multiple stickers using the various pride flags. Use the sticker on all signs and
presentations that relate to your school’s inclusion efforts. This shows consistency and a united
front to be inclusive.
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Pre-/Post Assessment
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